Northern Illinois University

Huskie Commons
Honors Capstones

Undergraduate Research & Artistry

1-1-2011

Examining Logical Fallacies in the Creationism Debate
Karyn Stoutenburg

Follow this and additional works at: https://huskiecommons.lib.niu.edu/studentengagementhonorscapstones

Recommended Citation
Stoutenburg, Karyn, "Examining Logical Fallacies in the Creationism Debate" (2011). Honors Capstones.
505.
https://huskiecommons.lib.niu.edu/studentengagement-honorscapstones/505

This Dissertation/Thesis is brought to you for free and open access by the Undergraduate Research & Artistry at
Huskie Commons. It has been accepted for inclusion in Honors Capstones by an authorized administrator of
Huskie Commons. For more information, please contact jschumacher@niu.edu.

NORTHERN ILLINOIS UNIVERSITY
"Examining

Logical Fallacies in the Creationism
A Thesis Submitted
University

to the

Honors Program

In Partial Fulfillment
Requirements

Debate"

of the

of the Baccalaureate

With Upper Division Honors
Department

of

Communication
by
Karyn Stoutenburg
DeKalb, Illinois
May 2011

Degree

University Honors Program
Capstone Approval Page

Capstone Title (print or type)
"Examining Logical Fallacies in the Creationism Debate"

Student Name (print or type)

Karyn Stoutenburg

Faculty Supervisor (print or type)
Faculty Approval Signature

--=-=~.:.:..:....:..:...;::;..:...;::~~

_

---1~~~~~~-------

Department of (pri nt or type)

--=-.:.::..:.;:.:..:..:..:::.:.:.:.==.:~~

Date of Approval (print or type) _M:.::.:.=.ay~1.:2'1.-.:2::.;:O~1....:..1

_

_

HONORS THESIS ABSTRACT

Within the creationism debate, there are numerous logical fallacies used in
an attempt to persuade. To determine the type and frequency of fallacies used,
this study examines four creationism texts to identify and classify fallacies using
Engel's (1982) definitions as a framework for analysis. Specifically, this analysis
reviews "The Atheist Test" and Evolution: A fairy tale for grownups by creationist
Ray Comfort, the 2007 ABC News Face-Off Debates, and Ross' Creation as
science: A testable model approach to end the creation/evolution wars. In
examining these texts for fallacies of ambiguity, perception, and relevance, it was
determined that each fallacy subtype appeared at least once. Further, analysis
revealed that in-person, face-to-face argumentation had, by far, the most logical
fallacies present. Ultimately, while highly personal discussions appear more likely
to lead to the use of fallacies, this study recommends that the best method for
preventing fallacious argumentation appears to be making those guilty of using it
aware of this fact, and scrupulously checking one's own arguments for fallacies
of all types.
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Introduction
Even before the Scopes Monkey Trial of 1925 (The State of Tennessee v. Scopes),
Americans were arguing over whether or not the world was created by God, as stated in the
Bible, or if Darwin was indeed correct with his theory of evolution. As a result of the Scopes
Trial, the stage was set for evolution to gain widespread popularity and become the theory of
choice that is today presented in classrooms across the country. In 1987, the United States
Supreme Court decided in Edwards v. Aguillard that teaching creationism in the classroom is
unconstitutional-

that it violates the establishment clause of the First Amendment.' The

Edwards decision was reinforced in 2004 by a U.S. District opinion that stated that adding
intelligent design to science curricula violates the constitutional separation of church and state
(Scully). As the debate rages and technology makes easier the dissemination of information, the
logical fallacies used by those advocating creationism and intelligent design create an evercontentious environment where those on the other side of the issue cease to be people with a
valid but different opinion, and instead become ideological enemies. By examining the logical
fallacies used by creationists, it becomes easier to see through the misleading and manipulative
aspects of this rhetoric and engender a significantly more positive - and more effectivediscourse.
Establishment of the Object of Study & Statement of Problem
In the discussion of evolution and creationism, proponents and critics use a variety of
arguments and often appear to rely on logical fallacies when making their case. Problematically,
the positions of those who use logical fallacies are often seen as valid by outsiders and the

I In 1987, the Supreme Court ruled in Edwards v. Aguillard that states cannot require public schools to balance
evolution lessons by also teaching creationism.
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discussion about the merits of creationism and evolution descends into personal attacks and
highly-charged rhetoric. As a result, important rhetorical discussion becomes a series of namecalling, and it becomes incredibly difficult to have meaningful and logical discussions on this
issue, regardless of the arena. For the purposes of this analysis, "creationism" will encompass
both the belief that the Bible's story of creation detailed in Genesis is literal truth but also that
God planned and guided the way that species have evolved (often referred to as "intelligent
design," and that these points of view should be taught as alternative fact (or sole fact) when
discussing the origin of Earth - including, but not limited to, science classes in primary schools
both public and private. "Evolution" will refer to the belief that life began with single-celled
organisms that, through the process of evolution proposed by Darwin, evolved into more
complex organisms - meaning all organisms are related and some are more closely related than
others. Included in "evolution" is the belief that this is a scientific theory (i.e., the best possible
explanation given current empirical evidence) and should be, for all intents and purposes,
considered fact.
Scope of the Analysis
Because it is impossible to analyze all perspectives and arguments put forth in the evolution
debate, this study will focus upon a selection of arguments put forth by those holding a
"creationist" perspective, the view that creation happened as detailed in the book of Genesis in
the Christian Bible. The perspective of intelligent design will also be considered as a
"creationist" perspective for the purposes of analysis, as both argue for the necessity of a divine
creator in the role of modem existence. The texts in this set include Ray Comfort's "The Atheist
Test" and Evolution: A Fairy Tale/or Grownups, Hugo Ross' Creation as Science, and "Face
Off," the hour-long ABC news debate. By including the Q&A session with the audience
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following the debate and all visual aids used during the debate, this study allows for the inclusion
of the questions/statements

from "average" individuals, thereby providing a much larger scope of

the overall discussion.
Research Agenda
By analyzing the arguments surrounding creationism, I hope to answer the question, what
logical fallacies are most prevalent in the discourse surrounding creationism? Additionally, how
does the use of these fallacies affect the discussion of creationism and evolution? These are
questions with broad-ranging implications beyond just this particular topic. The debate
surrounding evolution is just one example of the seemingly current trend towards the use of
logical fallacies to persuade an audience instead of relying on substantive argument and sound
logic. By determining which fallacies are most often and effectively used, it is possible to
hypothesize the deeper impacts the use of logical fallacies has on rhetorical discourse and ways
in which they can be guarded against in any controversial discussion.
Statement of the Method/Theoretical

Approach

In order to identify which logical fallacies are most prevalent in the discourse
surrounding creationism, I will analyze and evaluate the rhetoric used and its effect within
specific small-scale debates in order to form a larger-ranging hypothesis. Fallacies are defined as
"any unsound mode of arguing which appears to demand our conviction, and to be decisive of
the question in hand, when in fairness it is not" (Whatley, 1848, p. 143). This definition serves as
the foundation for my research because "rare is the text that does not make some reference to one
or more of Whatley's analyses" (Pence, 1953, p. 23). These definitions can be further clarified as
when reasoning fails "to meet the test of truth or necessary relationship" or when there is an error
or deception in subject matter (Sanborn, 1995, p. 181). Hansen's (2002) research shows that
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while we may all 'know' what a fallacy is, clearly defining it is a much more complicated matter.
Ultimately, a fallacy can best be defined as "an argument that appears to be a better argument of
its kind than it really is," a definition supported by the historical background of fallacy
scholarship, as well as contemporary research and thought (Hansen, 2002, p. 152). By analyzing
what type of logical fallacies are most common and the effect those fallacies have on the
discourses where they occurred, implications can be drawn about how the use ofthese fallacies
has impacted the discussion as a whole.
For the purposes of this study, I will be using informal fallacies - those the
persuasiveness of which rests on material factors, not structural ones. There are a vast number of
informal fallacies, and while not all are going to be relevant to this study, Engel's (1982)
categorization is clear, concise, and well-structured for the purposes of this analysis. While there
can often be overlap in terms of fallacy categorization, Engel identifies three types of fallacies,
those of ambiguity, perception, and relevance. Within each of these three categories are specific
subtypes of fallacies, which are identified below.
Fallacies of Ambiguity
The first type of fallacy is that of ambiguity, where the fallacy lies in the language of the
argument - language that can be interpreted in two or more ways. Examples of ambiguous
statements include "that was the most shocking book I've ever read." In order to remove
ambiguity, the statement would have to be able to answer the question "what book?" The five
subtypes of ambiguous fallacies that will be used for analysis are: the fallacies of amphiboly,
accent, and composition.
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Amphiboly
Amphiboly, otherwise known as equivocation, is an ambiguous term or construction of
terms with an argument (Walton, 1987). Because of the multiple meanings created by
equivocation, it creates the opportunity for unintended miscommunication and outright
deception. The multiple meaning(s) created by ambiguous terms is not limited to the use of a
poorly or vaguely defined term. This ambiguity can stem from the construction of an argument
where the individual premises are clear, but create ambiguity when placed together (Mackenzie,
2007). A clear example of this ambiguity is when it has been asserted that 1) every duck is
female and 2) Donald is a duck. Logically, this requires that Donald be a female - something that
would seem inconsistent with evidence. While not all equivocating arguments are as blatant, they
are constructed in the same manner.
Fallacies of Accent
Fallacies of accent are when confusion arises as a result of an argument's emphasis
(Walton, 1987). While originally used by Aristotle to reference ambiguity due to the rise and fall
of intonation, this fallacy has evolved significantly over time (Walton, 1995). An example of the
ambiguity now included in the fallacy of accent would be sarcasm, "We should never speak ill of

our/riends," the tone indicating that the people being referenced are not actually friends. The
fallacy of accent also includes when statements are taken out of context or specific words and/or
sections are removed to change the emphasis or original intent of an argument, also referred to as
the "fallacy of evidence," defined as unsupported assertions (Freely and Steinberg, 200, p. 169).
By taking statements out of context, the emphasis on the argument changes and can be
significantly altered.
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Compositional Fallacies
Compositional fallacies make the error of ascribing the characteristics of the part to the
larger whole - the claim that the whole is only the sum of its parts.
Fallacies of Presumption
The second type of informal fallacy is the fallacy of presumption. This type of fallacy
relies on unfounded or unproven assumptions (Engel, 1982). An example would be the fallacy
of presumption that has been made after President Obama released his official long form birth
certificate. Critics claimed that it was a fake - that it had been digitally altered and was not real.
This argument is a fallacy of presumption because it is an assumption and has no proof to
support it. In fact, critics putting forth this argument rarely attempt to offer any proof. Within the
broader category of presumption are the fallacies of false analogy, irrelevant thesis, begging the
question, question begging epithets, complex question, special pleading, and the strawperson
fallacy.
The False Analogy
The fallacy of false analogy uses an analogy to make a point, however the analogy made
is flawed because it assumes perfect correlation between items being compared. In order for an
analogy to be perfectly valid, all the variables need to be compared as well. An obvious example
of a false analogy would be "I was unhappy while living in Rwanda, I will be unhappy while
living in Alabama." There are clearly a number of variables that would affect one's happiness,
and unless all those variables would be identical and consistent in both locations, the analogy is
false. Because analogies are incredibly nuanced arguments, context can become vital in
determining whether an analogy is fallacious. For example, while valid comparisons can be
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made between the Iraq and Vietnam Wars, claiming "We lost Vietnam, so clearly, we will lose
Iraq" would fall under the fallacy of false analogy.
The Irrelevant Thesis
The irrelevant thesis fallacy is defined as "attempt] s] ... made to prove a conclusion that
is not the one at issue" (Engel, 1982, p. 137). This particular fallacy is also known as ignoring
the issue, ignoratio elenchi, or a 'red herring' (Walton, 1995). This fallacy can be quite common
and difficult to detect - assertions or conclusion relating to the issue at hand can be made,
making the irrelevancy difficult to detect. An example of this type of fallacy would be a
prosecutor, in an attempt to prove the guilt of the defendant, argued at length that the murder
committed was a terrible and horrible crime. While the atrocity of the crime may be related to the
court case and a necessary argument to make in the courtroom, is does not actually prove or
disprove a defendant's guilt, and should not be used as such.
Begging the Question
Begging the question is a fallacy often known as a case of circular logic or circular
argumentation (Walton, 2005). As the name implies, the argument ends up being circular without
seeming to advance rhetorically. This is a result of the attempt to prove a conclusion by a using a
form of the conclusion itself (Engel, 1982). An example would involve defining the word
'school' as 'the place where schooling happens,' and the definition of 'schooling' as 'what
happens in a school.' In this example, these definitions lead to one another in a continuous circle.
Question-Begging Epithets
The fallacy of question-begging epithets is the use of slanted language that reaffirms as
true something that has yet to be prove (Engel, 1982). This type of fallacy will be used to classify
any argument t at is put forward without the evidence needed to support it. These type of
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arguments are known as being 'self-evident truths,' statements that are accepted as needing no
proof, despite every statement being open to dispute (Shapiro, 1996). Question-begging epithets
also included those that use 'loaded language,' where emotionally-charged words are used in an
attempt to skew the argument without needing to offer proof or evidence (Freely and Steinberg,
2009).
Complex Question Fallacy
The complex question fallacy is where the conclusion is assumed to be at issue and the
question often attempts to lead someone in a particular direction (Engel, 1982). As a result, this
fallacy is also often known as loaded or leading questions. This can be illustrated with the classic
question, "have you stopped sexually harassing your students?" If the answer is 'no,' it implies
that the person is still molesting their students. If the answer is 'yes,' it implies that while they
are not currently harassing their students, they did at one point do so. The person is trapped
because the question "having several parts, is asked in such a way that, if the respondent answers
it directly ... is trapped into conceding something that would cause [them] to lose the argument"
(Walton, 1999,379). This type of entrapment is relatively common in everyday argumentation,
even being a stereotype of female questions - "Do I look fat in this?"
Special Pleading
Special pleading is defined as conceding an argument but asking for an exception special pleading requires imposing a double st ndard (Freeley & Steinberg, 2009). An example
would be a congressman agreeing to cut all 'special project' and 'pork-barrel'

spending in the

upcoming budget, but advocating that a special project in his district be spared. This bias in
argumentation can also be when certain areas of an argument are emphasized - the ones
favorable to one's case - while unfavorable areas are omitted (Walton, 1995).
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Strawperson Fallacy
Finally, the strawperson fallacy is where a position or evidence is falsely attributed to an
argument (Walton, 1987). By attributing weaker characteristics to an argument, it makes it easier
to combat - an example would be, in a discussion about a child cleaning their room, "But you
made me clean it last week! You're just trying to keep me from hanging out with my friends!"
This type of fallacy forces the one's opponent to attack it, and diverts attention from the concrete
and substantial positions (Houlihan & Baaske, 2005). However, due to the fact that this fallacy
requires assumptions or lies regarding a speaker's argument, this falls under the category of
presumption (Freely and Steinberg, 2009).
Fallacies of Relevance
The final category of fallacies is that of relevance, fallacies that address or deal with
issues that are not truly relevant to the actual argument being made (Engel, 1982). In fallacies of
irrelevance, the argument is drawn off course - whether intentionally or unintentionally.
Anytime there is a shift in argument that does not correspond to the proper sequence of dialogue,
such as "I forgot your birthday? Well, you didn't say 'thank you' when I bought you dinner two
weeks ago," the dialogue has been plagued by irrelevance. While there might be a time and place
to bring the lack of 'thank you,' in a disc ssion about someone's forgotten birthday is not the
time, because it does not address the actual issue at hand. Ultimately, whenever a "perpetrator
persistently and aggressively [uses] tactics to divert and block off the proper subject of
discussion from continuing," a fallacy of relevance is committed (Walton, 1995). The specific
relevance fallacies include verbalism, personal attacks, and the appeals to populous, ignorance,
authority and tradition.
Verbalism
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Verbalism is described as arguing over the actual meaning of words (Janicki, 1987). In
logical terms, it is defined as "an abundant use of words without conveying much meaning"
(Freely and Steinberg, 2009, p. 171). In both these definitions, the words or arguments put forth
center around debate regarding language that is irrelevant to the actual debate. An example
would be Bill Clinton's "It depends on what your definition of 'is' is" during his congressional
hearing. I am defining this fallacy as one of relevance the lack of meaning conveyed determines
that the statements are irrelevant to the argument at hand.
Ad Hominem Fallacy
Personal attacks, or ad hominem attacks, are attacks made against the arguer instead of
his or her argument (Freely & Steinberg, 2009, p. 175). Beyond the character attacks contained
within an ad hominem, there are circumstantial character attacks (referred to as 'poisoning the
well') that attack the speaker in such a way that they are unable to respond or refute the attacks
on their person (Walton, 1987, p. 217). Often, ad hominem attacks are used when there is a lack
of ideas regarding accurate and meaningful refutation (Shapiro, 1996). A classical example
involves an attorney who, when getting ready to argue his case, is handed a note by his associate
that reads "We don't have a case, so you'd better accuse the other attorney."
Ad Populum Fallacy
The fallacy of popular appeal argues that an argument or idea advocated should be
accepted as valid or best because it is the most popular among the options presented (Engel,
1982). This is a fallacy that relies on appealing to the 'populum,' or 'the people.' This appeal is
often characterized by "directing an emotional appeal to the feelings or enthusiasm of 'the
people' to win an argument not adequately supported by proper evidence" (Walton, 1980, p.
264). While ideas that are popular can be correct (the Earth is round), an idea is not correct
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merely because it is popular - In Galileo's day the popular idea was that the Earth was flat, yet
the shape of the Earth did not change between then and present day.
Appeal to Ignorance
The appeal to ignorance essentially states that because something was previously
unknown, it must automatically be a falsehood - asking that an idea be rejected solely based on a
previous ignorance of the idea (Walton, 1980). Appeals to ignorance can also state that because
there is no evidence or proof of an argument, the argument must not be true (Hansen, 1998). An
example of an appeal to ignorance can be found in the McCarthy hearings of the 1950s during
which Senator McCarthy accused people of being communists. Often the accusation was made
"on the grounds that there was nothing in McCarthy's files to disprove [the accused's]
Communist sympathies" (Walton. 1999, p. 367).
Appeal to Authority
The appeal to authority argues that an idea is justified, or an argument has weight, simply
because of the speaker's authority - becoming a fallacy when said authority figure has "no
special competence regarding the specific matter at hand" (Engel, 1982, p. ] 83). This fallacious
appeal can be further explained as when an authoritative body puts forth arguments arrived at
through a process not understood by the general public (Jackson, 2008) An example would be
the abstinence-only debate - when scientific conclusions that are presented are "returned from an
external and largely impenetrable process" (Jackson, 2008, p. 437). The use of authority can
also tum fallacious when there is dialogue and discussion between groups of scientists and
citizens - such as in the debates over climate change, and environmentally-friendly
(Goodwin and Honeycutt, 2009).

fuels
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Appeal to Tradition
Finally, the appeal to tradition mentioned is classified under fallacies of relevance
because the argument made - because something has always happened or been true, that it will
continue to happen or be true - ignores the actual argument itself (Freely & Steinberg, 2009). An
example of this type of argument would include the assertion that because the sun has always
risen in the morning, it will continue to do so. This is a fallacious assertion because there are a
number of variables that impact the assumption - the Sun actually does not rise for weeks at a
time at the Earth's extreme poles. Additionally, the sun will eventually bum out, meaning that
the Sun (as we know it) will cease to rise. Succinctly, an appeal to tradition amounts to 'because
it has always been done this way, alternatives should not be considered or are invalid' (Houlihan
and Baaske, 2005).

Review of Literature
The majority of literature that relates to fallacies used in the evolution debate either
chooses a particular fallacy and analyses its use in the debate, or examines the logical fallacies
present in a particular perspective on the debate in order to advocate an opposing position.
Johnson-Sheenan and Morgan (2008) choose to focus their research on the cause for the
evolution and creationism split - explaining that it is Darwin's Dilemma that opens the door for
creationists. In 1994, Klope examined the cultural phenomenon of creationist debating, focusing
on the performative aspects of the activity and the way in which this performative aspect
intertwines with the enduring power that creationist debates have had. McKown (2006)
addressed the power that the 'powerful parsons' has in advocating on behalf of creationismpresenting a humorous view by comparing the arguments for creation with George Orwell's
1984. Taylor and Condit (1998) analyzed the way creationst discourse was treated in journalistic
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rhetoric. They concluded that elevated scientific rhetoric found resonance in legal rhetoric and
populist, creatonist rhetoric was revered among the American public. Taylor (1992) argues that
the popularity of creationism directly correlates to creationism's interaction with evolutionary
science and the response that mainstream science has had to the challenge the creationism poses.
By covering the 2005 Dover, Pennsylvania trial, Caudill (2010) examines how ideas with very
little factual support, such as creationism, manage to gain widespread media coverage and
attention because of a journalistic desire to maintain a sense of fairness and balance. Using
Young Earth creationism as a case study, McClure (2009) focuses on the ways in which the
concept of narrative paradigm should be revisited and revised. Fuller (1998) argues that the
backlash of anti-scientific sentiment in the United States that is evidenced by creationism can
more properly be attributed to the way in which the American founding myth has evolved in the
political and judicial systems. Campbell (1983) analyzes the "rhetorical epoch" present in the
formulation of creationism rhetoric, yet he, too, ignores the role and use of logical fallacies. In
analyzing the way that creationists have shifted their rhetoric over the last 100 years in the
attempt to challenge the theory of evolution, Haarscher (2009) is able to demonstrate the two
different strategies used to challenge the prevalence of a belief system. In contrast, Johnson
(1998) argues that the problem with creationism is that the creationists and those advocating for
intelligent design truly have two different points of view - yet they are being painted with an
identical brush by evolutionists. While the work of Wells and Nelson (1998) and use logical
fallacies from a.broader point of view, they do so in an attempt to examine the validity ofa
particular side of the debate, and take a position advocating the other side. Ward and Gimbel's
(2010) research on the fallacy of retroductive analogy analyses the case both for intelligent
design and evolutionary psychology, and while they discover that this type of fallacy can
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actually have a role to play, they are not looking at the presence oflogical fallacies as a whole just this particular one. Depew's (1998) research focuses on creationist rhetoric, but specifically
on the use of the irreducible complexity argument - that because existence is such an incredibly
complex system, there is no way for this system come into being a little bit at a time. He focuses
on the current trend in the evolution/creation debate for this particular type of argument. There is
also plenty of research examining the use of logical fallacies within religion as a whole, but there
is precious little research examining how logical fallacies (as a concept) are used in the evolution
debate from an objective point of view. While argumentation and logic texts include examples of
various fallacies and potential, yet general, ways of combating them, it appears there is little
research regarding how the fallacies in this public discourse can be dealt with. While the
discussion of fallacies is vital in the abstract, without inclusion of research based in reality, those
who are most likely to use or fall victim to logic fallacies will not be able to gain the skills
necessary to become a more informed public.
Preview Statement
By first providing contextual background and how the evolution wars came to be present
in mainstream society, followed by the statement of the various texts analyzed and the
description of the categorization of the logical fallacies found, it is possible to detail the
information that was found and the analysis regarding how the presence of fallacies affected the
discourse, before finally drawing the broader range of implications.
Textual Analysis
Having analyzed the texts for logical fallacies, these fallacies were categorized into both
broad category and ubtype. After analyzing the texts, it is evident that the fallacy of
presumption is by far the most common fallacy, occurring a total of 40 times, whereas fallacies
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of ambiguity were present 23 times and fallacies of relevance occurred 17 times. The fallacy of
presumption subtypes that occurred that most often were the false analogy and the false thesis,
present 8 and 9 times, respectively; While the fallacy of presumption was more prevalent, the
fallacy of accent subtype of ambiguity fallacy occurred 17 times - far more than any other
fallacy. Of the texts analyzed, the "Face Off' debate had far more logical fallacies than any other
text - it even contains more fallacies than most of the other texts added together. I believe the
reason for the prevalence of fallacy in the "Face Off' debate is due to the difference in mediawhile the other three texts were all literature, the debate was an hour-long oral argumentation,
forcing the speakers to speak off-the-cuff and diverge from their prepared remarks and talking
points. With the ability to edit and revise written argumentation, it becomes possible to minimize
the presence of logical fallacies.
However, as the tables demonstrate, Ray Comfort's book, Evolution: a Fairy Tale/or
Grown Ups, contained a significant portion of logical fallacies, with some striking examples. The
basic premise of the book is, in and of itself, a fallacy of composition, complex question, and a
strawperson fallacy. The premise fulfills a compositional fallacy because it attempts to present
smaller, specific quotations that prove Comfort's point - or more accurately, they disprove his
opponents' arguments, and then claim (through the use of the title), that the book instead
disproves the entire theory of evolution. The premise is also a fallacy of complex question,
because the questions Comfort uses in the book are all phrased in such a way that they are loaded
questions, with the slant and bias clear within the very question itself. Finally, as the entire
book's premise is that it takes specific arguments contained within each question and use that to
extrapolate that the entire theory of evolution (and anything related to it that is not present in the
book) fulfills the requirement of being a compositional fallacy.
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Equivocation
The fallacy of equivocation occurred significantly less frequently than anticipated - only
occurring twice. In both instances, Ray Comfort made an equivocating argument in the "Face
Off' debate. In the first example, he uses the term "creation" - "there cannot be creation without
a creator" - but gives absolutely no definition about what would constitute creation. This fallacy
was pointed out by Comfort's opponent who said, "Well if all creation needs a creator, then who
created God?" Because Comfort never gave a clear and concise definition of "creation" and,
essentially, left it up for everyone to define for themselves, his opponents were able to define
God as a creation. The other time that Comfort used the fallacy of equivocation, he was speaking
extensively on "right and wrong." However, by giving no clear definition of what constitutes
either of the terms, his point was not nearly as effective as it could have been. Because Comfort
comes from a significantly different background - he's an evangelical Christian - than his
opponents and significant portions of the American and global populations, his assumption that
all would share a common definition was misguided. By not defining the terms "right" and
"wrong," Comfort's assumption that everyone would share his definition became evident - he
did not feel that the terms needed to be defined and was comfortable leaving them vague and
ambiguous.
Accent
There were a large number of fallacies of accent - evidence was routinely taken out of
context. In the book Creation as Science on page 20 and 21, the definitions that the author gives
are information taken out of context - distorting the intended meaning of the information. In
Evolution: A Fairy Talefor Grown Ups, Comfort asks questions relating to Evolution that he
then uses the quotations of evolution 'experts' to answer, and answer in such a way to disprove
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the theory of evolution. Fallacies of accent were found on pages 5, 15, 16, 39,43 and 44 -, the
use of quotations on these particular pages and for these particular questions was done in such a
way that it appears that the quotations were taken out of context. Because of the appearance that
the statements are taken out of context - either through the use of prior knowledge regarding the
information Comfort presented or through knowledge or rhetorical and logical theory - it
prevents Comfort's particular arguments from being persuasive and casts dispersions on his
argument as a whole. While 6 specific instances of this fallacy were found in Comfort's book,
the possibility exists that Comfort took significantly more quotations out of context in the book.
Because a fair number of fallacies of accent were discovered, it casts suspicion and doubt upon
Comfort's entire book. In Comfort's "Atheist Test," his assertions that the characteristics of a
banana necessitate the existence of God takes the banana out of context. As is eventually pointed
out by his critics, the banana he is extolling as the perfect evidence of God's design has been
genetically modified and reengineered by man over time to create the fruit humans eat today. As
was also pointed out - if bananas are proof of God, then what does that make oranges? By taking
one fruit out of context, Comfort attempts to prove his point but ends up leaving himself open for
attacks by his critics. In the "Face Off' debate, Kirk Cameron used 6 quotations to respond to his
opponents or to support his own independent assertions. However, none of the quotations that
Cameron uses are put forth the necessary context to prevent them from being fallacious.
Moreover, by making the choice to cite those that are generally considered 'experts' for the
opposing side to prove your case, it opens up and creates the impression that the quotations are
being used out of context, and used inappropriately to further one's own cause.
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Compositional
There were several very notable compositional fallacies present in the texts. The very
premise of the book is a compositional fallacy - it attempts to generalize the 'refutation' of20
specific questions to the entire theory of evolution. Because the theory of evolution is so
incredibly complex and nuanced, attempting to generalize the refutation of a few dozen minute
aspects of the theory to the theory as a whole will ultimately be unsuccessful. Because the entire
book is ultimately a compositional fallacy, for the purposes of coding, it was counted as a single
instance. In the "Face Off' debate, Kirk Cameron made two statements that he intended to be
taken as general statements. First, Cameron attempted to use his personal experience and his
personal transformatiion from atheist to Evangelical as evidence that the Evangelical religion and
creationism are universal truth. By attempting to generalize his small-scale experiences out to a
universal level, Cameron committed a compositional fallacy. Cameron also attempted to state a
uni versal truth by stating in response to his opponents, "Well, the atheists I know ... " This
attempt to generalize the opinions, thoughts, and beliefs of a select few is inherently fallacious.
The experiences of few necessarily will be unique.
False Analogy
Creation as Science used a false analogy by trying to relate the creationism/evolution
debate to Orson Wells' "War of the Worlds" and the reaction had by the American public. This
falls under a fallacy of false analogy because the variables between the American public's
reaction to the radio broadcast are by no means identical between the two parts of the analogy. In
the "Face Off' debate, Kirk Cameron attempted to make an analogy between an atheist 'seeing
the light' and a caveman seeing a television for the first time. This is an invalid analogy because
the existence of a television is a verifiable and scientifically proven fact, making the
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demonstration of this fact very different than the demonstration of a contested and metaphysical
belief. The analogy further falls apart when the 'facts' being proved are further examined - those
who understand television know that there are different models, but that all televisions function
in essentially the same way. With God, all those who believe in a deity creator do not agree on
the specifics of said creator - Christians, Jews, Muslims, and Hindus all have vastly different
conceptualizations

of what God is. Unlike televisions, where different brands can serve the same

function, few people believe that one a false analogy when he tried to draw a comparison
between the requirement for a builder and a painter to create buildings and paintings, and the
need for a creator to make the universe. This is a flawed analogy because, as his opponents
pointed out, people can interview a builder or a painter and ask questions - something that
cannot occur with God. Another false analogy that was present in the debate was the audience
member who stood and made a comparison between communism and atheism - stating that the
two were essentially the same thing. As was pointed out, there is very little that the two actually
have in common, so attempting to claim that the harms that have been created by communist
countries can also be attributed to atheism is faulty.
Question-beg~Epithets
There were a number of question-begging epithets present, including in Evolution: A
Fairy Tale for Grown Ups. While it could be argued that the majority of questions were filled
with loaded language, only clearly offensive or loaded language was coded as such. These
questions were those where it was clear that the questions themselves were slanted and biased that they were being asked by someone whose opinion did not support evolution and that the
purpose was evident. A perfect example is the introduction to the book, which painted the theory
of evolution as it were a Disney fairy tale, sing diminutive language and a dismissive and
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condescending tone. In the "Face Off' debate, Kirk Cameron started referencing the concept of
hell, stating that all atheists would go to hell. By introducing the threat of hell and asking if that
was a fate that the people observing the debate were interested in suffering, it created a questionbegging epithet. Instead of relying on sound logic or argumentation, Cameron essentially stated
that those who did not agree with his side of the debate were sentenced to eternal damnation.
Begging the Question
There were a variety of circular arguments present in the "Face Off' debates, mostly
made by Ray Comfort. One such argument was Comfort's statement that "God is God." When
asked how he knew that God existed, his response was, "Well, because God is God" - clearly
circular argumentation. Comfort also used the begging the question fallacy when he stated that
"Creation needs a creator" because "creators are responsible for creation" - restating a slightly
altered version of his primary premise as proof of the premise. A variation on this circular
argument was Comfort's statement that t e existence of God can by proven by the Bible - the
word of God. Because he claims the word of God is what can be used to prove that God exists, it
creates a circular pattern to the argument that prevents the advancement of the discussion. Kirk
Cameron made a very similar begging the question fallacy when he stated that Jesus lived
because the Bible says so. However, the Bible is considered to be the word of God, something to
be trusted because the Bible says so.
Complex Qu stions
The entire premise of Evolution: A Fairy Tale for Grown Ups is a complex question
fallacy - the book is a series of questions that are strung together in an attempt to lead the reader
into concluding that the theory of evolution is false, though more specifically it hope to prove
that the theory of evolution will be thought to be a 'fairy tale.' Within the book, there a number

Stoutenburg 21

of question, including those with loaded language, are complex question fallacies as well questions with a clear bias that are attempting to lead the reader in a particular direction. In Ray
Comfort's "The Atheist test," Comfort asks a number of loaded questions, writing the questions
in such a way that anyone who answers in the affirmative is also labeled with negative
stereotypes and traits.
Irrelevant Thesis
Evolution: A Fairy Talefor Grown Ups is also guilty of the irrelevant thesis fallacy,
making a number of assertions that attempt to distract the reader from the relevant issue at hand.
Similarly, in Comfort's "Atheist Test," he attempts to color the issue of atheism by making no
distinction between atheism and agnosticism - bring in issues that are irrelevant to atheism in an
attempt to distract from the true purpose of the text. In the "Face Off' debate, Comfort engaged
in the irrelevant thesis fallacy - and a blatant one. He was asked by an audience member how, if
the 'perfectly' designed human body was evidence of God as a creator of the human body, how
could comfort explain cancer? Rather than answer the question directly, Comfort started talking
about how God sent suffering to challenge us, when he was interrupted by the woman who
stated, "NO. Not suffering, Cancer. Explain CANCER." Again, Comfort attempted to dodge the
question by referencing suffering (a related, but irrelevant question), angering the audience who
started exclaiming "That's not her question! You're not answering her question!" Also in the
"Face Off' debate, Kirk Cameron brought forth images of a 'crocoduck'

,2

'bullfrog,' and

'sheepdog' - half crocodile/half duck, half bull/half frog, and half sheeplhalf dog respectively.
These graphic artist created images were presented as proof that evolution is false, that "unless
we see a crocoduck transitional figure, evolution must be false." By claiming that an
2

See example in Appendix B
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evolutionary transitional figure must be a half crocodile/half duck hybrid, Cameron is taking the
arguments against evolution to an unreasonable extreme and ignoring the actual arguments put
forth by evolution - transitional figures contain traits of two species, they are not the head of one
species of another.
Special Pleading
The fallacy of special pleading was only found within the "Face Off' debate, most often
by Ray Comfort. Comfort advocate that the reason God cannot be seen or understood is because
God is infinite - however the concept of being infinite was not allowed to apply to the universe.
By advocating for an infinite nature in one circumstance but stating that the same infinite nature
is not allowed to apply in other circumstances, Comfort engaged in special pleading. He also
utilized this fallacy when he was challenged on the concept of a creation needing a creator - he
stated that God is in "eternity" so he "doesn't count." By claiming special exceptions for the rule
of "creations need creators," Comfort engaged in the special pleading fallacy. Kirk Cameron also
engaged in this fallacy when he was forced to concede the theory of microevolution, but claimed
that while evolution works on a micro level, it is clearly false on a macro level. By claiming that
there is something inherently different about macroevolution versus microevolution, Cameron
engaged in the fallacy of special pleading.
Strawperson
The entire Evolution: A Fairy Tale for Grown Ups is a strawperson fallacy - attempting
to ascribe weaker and more easily refuted beliefs to the theory of evolution, instead of
challenging the actual aspects of the theory. In the "Face Off' debate, Kirk Cameron misstated
what his opponents said in an attempt to more easily refute it - they stated that if God created
everything, he had to have created the devil as well, had to have created both good and evil.
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What Cameron claimed his opponents said was that "God created everything, so that means God
must be evil" - something 'that is refuted in a significantly different manner and much easier than
what was actually argued. By claiming that his opponents stated God was evil, Cameron can
argue that the opponents are being rude and disrespectful, that they should be completely
disregarded. The other strawperson fallacy that Cameron committed was his attempt to put forth
the fraudulent archaeoraptor that was 'discovered' and initially hailed as revolutionary by
popular culture and respected media outlets like TIME magazine. Cameron sets this up as a
microcosm of evolutionary theory as a whole, claiming that because people were so excited
about the new transitional figure that turned out to be fabricated, evolutionary theory must be
false.
Verbalism
Verbalism only seemed to be present in Evolution: A Fairy Tale for Grown Ups, with
only two particular instances. Comfort picked quotations that did not directly answer the
question, or even relate to it, but they took up almost half a page of the book. By using
quotations that contained a great deal of language with very little meaning, he committed the
fallacy of verbalism.
Appeal to Tradition
There was only one fallacy of tradition, though it was repeated several times. In
Evolution: A Fairy Tale for Grown Ups, Comfort used qu tations that were decades old - from
the 1970s and 1980s. This was coded under the appeal to tradition because Comfort was
indirectly claiming that everything stated regarding evolution in a quotation from 1984 would
still be true contemporarily - that because it was true in the past it would necessarily still be that
way today.
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Appeal to Ignorance
There was also only a single appeal to ignorance, present in Evolution: A Fairy Tale for
Grown Ups. In it, Cameron references a relatively obscure aspect of evolutionary theory, and
includes quotations that seem to be aware of this concept as well- implying 'the experts haven't
heard of it, neither have you, it must be false.'
Appeal to Authority
The only appeal to authority that was discovered occurred in the "Face Off' debate, when
Ray Comfort utilized the names of a variety of scholars - citing brilliant minds such as Albert
Einstein. Comfort used these citations to state that "smart people support creation." By doing so,
he created an appeal to authority by attempting to sway people to the side of creationism because
'smart people' also supported it.
Appeal to Populous
In Creation as Science, a list of alternatives to aspects of creationism were listed, with the
statement that these alternatives were incredibly popular, creating an appeal to populous fallacy.
In Comfort's Evolution: A Fairy Tale for Grown Ups, his answer and explanation on page 8 also
fall into the appeal to populous because he advocates that the popularity of his beliefs make them
true. During the "Face Off' debate, Kirk Cameron relied on several variations of the appeal to
populous - claiming that because a large number of people supported his arguments, they must
be true.
Poisoning the Well
There were an unfortunate number of poisoning the well fallacies. In Evolution: A Fairy
Tale for Grown Ups, atheists were called idolaters. While this may not be an incredibly offensive
statement to atheists, it is a serious charge for an Evangelical Christian to make. In Christianity,
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idolatry is an incredibly serious charge and is one of the worst sins that can be committed. As a
result of this charge, Comfort is hoping that his readers will be even less likely to pay attention to
the opinions and claims of atheists - that because they are idolaters they will be ignored. In
Comfort's "Atheist Test," he made that statement that "atheists love sin." Not only is this
statement factually inaccurate, but it paints atheists with a brush that reduces their credibility.
Also in the "Face Of 'debate, an audience member stood up and said that communist countries
were all atheist - by tying communism and atheism, the audience member was poisoning the
well against atheists.
Personal Atta k
Ray Comfort's poisoning the well fallacies also qualify as personal attacks, because they
go beyond just casting doubt on the credibility of the atheists to attacking their character. Not all
poisoning the well fallacies qualify as personal attacks - the audience member's statements that
the atheism and communism were interchangeable stands as being more factually inaccurate
instead of a personal attack. By stating that atheists love sin and are idolaters, Comfort is not
only attacking the atheists for their beliefs/lack thereof, but also their morals.
Effect of Fallacies
With logical fallacies as prevalent as they are within the four analyzed texts, it is clear
that they playa role in the dialogue surrounding the evolution debate. "Face Off," however,
provided the opportunity to see audience response and interaction with the arguments being
presented - since most audience interaction with books will happen internally, or at least not in
front of a research scholar. By looking at audience applause and reaction, it was clear that
members of the audience already on the side of creationism used the fallacies to help reinforce
their previously held beliefs. When an audience member stood up, and continuing the tone of the
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poisoning-of-the-well

fallacy and stated that he would not believe atheists could be good people

until the atheist on stage could name an atheist country that was "good," this was an extension of
the fallacies that had been made by the creationist debaters - and one that went further in
attacking the other side on a personal level than the debaters had even gone. Moreover, when one
of the creationist debaters was asked to explain how cancer fits into the schema of God's perfect
bodily creation, the debater circumvented the question by attempting to explain suffering clearly upsetting and infuriating the audience member who asked the question. Not only was this
fallacy of false thesis upsetting to the woman who had asked the question, numerous other
audience members started to say loudly, "That isn't her question! Answer her question!"
While the use of fallacies may serve to trengthen and reaffirm a position with those who
already hold it - "preaching to the choir" - it has been seen as an ineffective way of persuading
the undecided or those with opposing viewpoints to change sides. This phenomenon is most
clearly seen with the fallacies of relevance where a speaker or their credibility is mocked - the
speaker who is attacking the other person is seen as intellectually bankrupt and it affects the
perception of all the other arguments the speaker has made. Often, the only way to defend
oneself against ad hominem attacks is to point out that they are being made and rely on the
audience to react accordingly.
Not only does the use of these fallacies impede the ability to have a productive and useful
debate and a disservice to the valid arguments for creationism, it ultimately reinforces the
concept that the opinion of 'experts' cannot be trusted. By engaging in the rampant use of
fallacies that call into question the fundamental credibility of the experts and grossly
mischaracterizes the arguments for opposing viewpoints, the use of logical fallacies in the
creationism debate both reflects a larger scale use of these fallacies as well as reinforces them.
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Because this particular debate gains such widespread media attention, the use of logical fallacies
has a larger and more damaging impact. In order for civilized discourse to be possible, average
Americans need to know that it is possible to have a discussion about a topically that is highly
personal without resorting to fallacy - those who are in the public eye serve as a role model for
all who watch them.
The only truly effective method for combating and preventing logical fallacies is for
those who make assertions or engage in debate to be familiar with logical fallacies and do their
very best to avoid committing these fallacies. By taking responsibility for the commission of
these fallacies and their impact, speakers can create a new era of discourse - a conversation
between a heterosexual couple could no longer serve as a stereotype where loaded and leading
questions are asked and dialogue is set up to be unproductive. While it is understandable that
topics that are highly personal can provoke a highly emotional and illogical response, it is all the
more important to self-monitor for logical fallacies in these situations. It is highly unlikely for
someone to accuse someone with a differing opinion on the 'best' brand of toilet paper of being a
communist, yet this is the contemporary all purpose accusation that has been leveled against
evolutions and political opponents alike. By recognizing the potential for this problem, it
becomes infinitely easier to prevent the stray from logic into fallacy.
In addition, those who observe them to point them out at every available opportunity speakers cannot stop the use of logical fallacies if they are unaware of the behavior. By bringing
the presence of logical fallacies into the public consciousness, it becomes possible to hold
speakers publicly accountable for their actions and rhetorical choices, just as Ray Comfort was
held accountable during the "Face Off' debate by audience members who were upset that he was
dodging questions. For example, if a boyfriend points out to his significant other that there is no
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right answer to "Do I look fat in this," both parties will be aware of the breakdown in
communication and effective and productive communication will be possible.
Summary
First and foremost, the data collected and coded is by no means a complete set and it is
entirely possible that it is not a representative sample of the larger data available in the public
sphere. Additionally, it is possible that there were fallacies present in the texts that were missed,
and as a result I ended up with skewed results. Also, I'm aware that while I attempted to be as
objective an observer as possible, some of my potential bias could have crept in and affected my
results. However, I believe that even with the potential problems with my research, I was able to
come up with a fairly realistic analysis of a fairly representative sample of the arguments in the
evolution debate.
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Appendix A: Tables
Table 1: Fallacies of Ambiguity

Fallacies of Ambiguity
-

Equivocation

-

Accent

-

Compositional

-

Overall
Ambiguous

"The Atheist
Test"
3

,..,
.)

Evolution: A
Fairy Tale
8

Creation as
Science
2

2

6
1 (whole
book)
1

"Face
Off'
10

Total

2

2

6

17

2

3

23

1

Table 2: Fallacies of Presumption

Fallacy of
Presumption
- False Analogy

-

-

-

Question
begging
epithets
Begging the
question
(circular)
Complex
Question
False Thesis
Special
Pleading
Strawperson

"The Atheist
Test"
3

Creation as
Science
1

"Face
Off'
27

Total

1

6

8

3

2

5

1

5

6

Evolution: A
Fairy Tale
9

1

1
1

40

2

1 (whole
book)
3

5

9

1

4

5

1 (whole
book)

4

5
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Table 3: Fallacies of Relevance

Fallacies of Relevance

"The Atheist
Test"
2

Evolution: A
Fairy Tale
6

Creation as
Science
1

"Face
Off'
8

Total
17

-

Verbalism

2

2

-

Appeal to
Tradition
Appeal to
Ignorance
Appeal to
Tradition
Appeal to
Populous
Poisoning the
Well
Personal Attack

1

1

1

1

-

-

1
1

1

1

1

1

4

6

3

5

1

Appendix B: Images

Image 1: Crocoduck. example of image created by Kirk Cameron's graphic designers.

1
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